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But blacks continued to flock to the British. The arrival in Norfolk in July 1775 of British troops from St. Augustine produced "exceeding bad effects" upon the blacks in the area.9 Disturbed over the "elopement" of their slaves to the men of war, a deputation from the borough of Norfolk waited upon Captain John McCartney, commanding officer of the Mercury, and Matthew Squire, commanding the Otter.'0 Despite repeated assurances from both officers that no encouragement would be given runaways, numbers of slaves, individually and in pairs, fled to the war craft and were welcomed on board. Inhabitants near Elizabeth City County were particularly incensed at Captain Squire for harboring and employing the slaves who came to him while the Otter lay in the York River. By September it was painfully clear to the inhabitants of Norfolk and Elizabeth City counties that the British naval force had-not only welcomed slaves who came to them, but in some instances had seized and carried away several free blacks."
Moreover, although Governor John Murray, fourth Earl of Dunmore, had not as yet openly invited a slave rebellion, he had secret plans to do so. The suspicions held by the rebellious planters that the governor was "tampering with the Slaves and that he has it in contemplation to make great use of them in case of a civil war in this prov- 9912 ince,' were in fact well founded. In a letter to the Earl of Dartmouth written in March reporting on the gunpowder affair Dunmore announced his intention to "arm all my own Negroes and receive all others that will come to me whom I shall declare free." Properly armed, he boasted, his force would soon "reduce the refractory people of this Colony to obedience." '13 In August the officers of the American volunteer companies in Williamsburg informed the Virginia convention that "The Governor's Cutter has carried off a number of Slaves belonging to private gentlemen [ 
.]"''4 Moved perhaps by the officers' urgings that it was "high [time] to establish the doctrine of repraisal [sic] & to take immediate possession (if possible of his person) at all events of his property,'" the Virginia Committee of Safety ordered Colonel William
Woodford to lead his own regiment and five companies of minutemen to Norfolk to protect and defend "the persons and properties of all friends to the cause of America.:" 6 Dunmore's military operations in Virginia in the following months have been so frequently described and at such length that a detailed account here is unnecessary. For nearly a year he led or ordered spoiling operations along Virginia's waterways, causing considerably more fear than havoc. After several minor clashes with militiamen, Dunmore declared martial law on November 7, 1775. Shortly afterwards he issued his famous proclamation from on board the William, which he had seized from local merchants and fitted out for war. Directed principally at "all indented Servants, Negroes, or others, (appertaining to Rebels,) . . . that are able and willing to bear Arms,"'7 Dunmore's proclamation was designed to encourage the defection of useful blacks without provoking a general rebellion.
It has been estimated that no more than eight hundred slaves were able to reach Dunmore. That figure is probably low. For nearly a year Dunmore's small tenders plied Virginia's rivers, "Plundering plantations and using every Art to seduce the Negroes board" approximately three hundred blacks from Northumberland, Gloucester, and Lancaster.22 British operations in the bay during the summer of 1777 also stirred up considerable black unrest. In an effort to execute the British strategy of securing the middle colonies by capturing Philadelphia, General Sir William Howe proceeded to the Quaker City by way of Chesapeake Bay. Blacks flocked "down from the interior parts of the country,"23 enticed by British promises of "fine cloaths and other inducements."24 As the British fleet advanced up the bay to Head of Elk in Maryland, eight or ten privateers followed in its wake. ". . . they purpose to lie behind the fleet," an observer in Annapolis wrote, ". . . and then run along shore, and into the unguarded rivers, and plunder the inhabitants. Negroes are their chief object, whom they intend to sell in the West Indies. ?25 But it was the area of sprawling plantations and extensive slaveholding, situated between the Rappahannock and James rivers, that suffered the most severe losses. In their erratic progress back and forth through the low country British armies commanded by Benedict Arnold, William Phillips, and Charles Cornwallis, second Earl Cornwallis, wreaked economic havoc along the lower James and York rivers and on the shores of the Chesapeake and Potomac. In each of these extended operations the state lost heavily in tobacco, horses, and slaves.26 General Henry Clinton sent an expedition to Virginia from New York in May 1779. Led by Admiral Sir George Collier and General Edward Matthews, this was the first of several water expeditions into the deeply indented Virginia shore. Meeting no opposition at Portsmouth, the two-thousand-man force remained in the area for ten or twelve days, destroying public stores and plundering the inhabitants of livestock and slaves. Using Portsmouth as a center, they sent out raiding parties, one of which burned the town of Suffolk and destroyed thousands of barrels of pork and great quantities of naval stores. After filling twenty-eight transports with an estimated three thousand hogsheads of tobacco, several thousand head of cattle and horses, and one thousand slaves, they hoisted sail and put to sea. As the army advanced up the James River, numbers of slaves, perceiving that freedom was at hand, "flocked to the enemy from all quarters, even from very remote parts . . . ."3' Looking on with a sense of incredulity, Edmund Pendleton observed "so infatuated are these wretches that they continue to go to them, notwithstanding many who have escaped inform others of their ill treatment, those who are not sent off to the West Indies being kept at hard labour upon very short allowance, so as to perish daily."38 Except for a few Although Cornwallis's army "did not compel any" slaves to go with them, "wherever they had an opportunity the soldiers and inferior officers likewise, enticed and flattered the Negroes and prevailed on vast numbers to go along with them . . . ."47 Urged by Virginia authorities to release captured slaves, Cornwallis readily conceded that "great numbers have come to us from different parts of the country'" How many cannot be precisely ascertained, but Clinton observed that on the day he took command in Virginia, Cornwallis had "above 7,000 men," and "I have always understood thousands of poor blacks.' When he surrendered at Yorktown, Cornwallis had, according to Clinton, some 5,000 sailors and blacks, in addition to 4,000 regular troops. Since only about 800 of the 5,000 were "man of war sailors," the rest were apparently runaways. 48 In the absence of full statistics on slave losses, isolated figures such as those presented here are highly suggestive if not definitive. The conclusion is inescapable that the volume of runaways was large -so large as to threaten the stability of slave society and create a severe shortage of slave laborers. By 1780 inflation and British raids had driven the price of "common planting Negroes" to over ?4,000 and of "boys and girls" to ?3,000 in terms of current money.49 It is very possible that the demand for slave labor, which continued into the postwar years, inhibited rather than inspired the movement for emancipation.
Virginia authorities, faced with the loss of the work force and haunted by the consuming fear of an organized slave rising, imposed a rigorous system of controls to minimize the possibilities for mass escapes and reduce the opportunities even for individual defections. Citizen patrols were increased to maintain constant surveillance of blacks. Since Virginia slaves traditionally escaped through the web of waterways that interlaced the Tidewater region,50 whenever British barges were known to be in an area the militia was sent out to remove all small craft moored at landings in coves on the numerous creeks and rivers.5' Laws that were both co-optive and repressive were quickly enacted by the Virginia Convention. To discourage defections, the convention offered pardons to all fugitives who voluntarily 47 returned within ten days and approved the death penalty for those captured from the British.52 Another law decreed that slaves taken in arms would be transported and sold in the West Indies.53 Because it was thought to have an immediate and enduring impact, swift exemplary punishment was sometimes employed. One slave, the property of William Smith, was shot and killed after refusing to surrender to Virginia troops.54 Two runaways, mistaking an American armed vessel in the James River for a British tender, declared their desire to serve Lord Dunmore and were promptly arrested, tried, and sentenced to death "as an example to others.' 5Shortly after Dunmore's Proclamation nine blacks, two of them women, were taken in an open boat trying to reach Norfolk. Two were wounded; the rest, the Virginia Gazette ominously predicted, "will soon be made examples of. '56 Since, however, the state was responsible for compensating the owners of executed slaves57 and because runaways were often the most skilled and therefore the most valuable slaves Virginians frequently resorted to more practical forms of punishment in order to protect costly investments in human chattel. In a typical case, four Northampton County slaves were captured while attempting to reach Dunmore: two of them were sentenced to be hanged, the other two each to have one ear cut off, to be given thirty-nine lashes on the bare back, and then to be placed in the pillory.58 But the owners of the four slaves, Thomas Parramore and John Bowdoin, Jr., both prominent Northampton County planters, pleaded that "these deluded Wretches" were persuaded by an unidentified white man of the "extraordinary good treatment" of blacks by Dunmore and so endeavored to escape to him.59 The Virginia Committee of Safety ordered a letter written to Northampton County officials recommending them to delay the execution of the slaves until the convention could rule on the matter. The Virginia Convention ultimately granted a reprieve and ordered the Prisoners sent to work in the lead mines in Fincastle County instead.
Hard labor in remote Fincastle or Montgomery county mines had the clear advantage over execution of removing potential troublemakers without substantial cost to the state. At the same time it provided a work force to produce lead for cartridges, of which the state was "in extreme want.",6' Throughout the Revolution numbers of slaves, some of them "merely suspected of a design to . . . escape" to the British, were escorted under heavy guard to the mountainous western region of the state to labor in the lead mines. Others were put to work making saltpeter, so they could perform useful service without causing further trouble.62
Transportation and incarceration, though they contributed nothing to the expansion of the state's industrial base, also militated against a servile rising. At the urging of some inhabitants of Norfolk and Princess Anne counties63 the Virginia Convention invoked the law allowing transportation and sale to rid the state of troublesome blacks. In January 1776, for example, the convention ordered thirty-two blacks taken prisoner at Great Bridge to be "properly valued" and then to be transported for sale in the West Indies or the Bay of Honduras, the profits after expenses to be paid to their respective owners. Nine others apprehended as runaways but, not being suspected of bearing arms against the state, were ordered restored to their owners if claimed; if unclaimed they were to be sold at public auction.4 The black crews of several vessels "supposed to be British property" were also ordered sold at public auction by the convention, with the proceeds paid to the state. 65 Yet another means of handling captured fugitives was to incarcerate them in the public gaol at Williamsburg. Although some of the prisoners were put to labor on public-works projects, many of them languished and died while awaiting trial. After several slaves died in the Williamsburg jail66 their owners petitioned the convention to investigate conditions there. Since the state was liable for their deaths the convention appointed a committee to the task. The com- the Small Pox' as a callous attempt to spread one of the most vicious and fatal diseases of the day. 107 Through the rest of the British presence in Virginia, the virulence and pervasiveness of the disease went unchecked among black followers of the army. On August 5 General Charles O'Hara, who replaced Leslie when the latter was ordered to Charleston, wrote to ask Cornwallis's advice about the rapidly worsening situation: "What will you have done with the hundreds of infected Negroes, that are dying by scores every day?"'08 Although humanitarian concern was present in Cornwallis's reply, it was the threat of impending outbreaks of pestilence in the ranks that clearly occupied his attention: "It is shocking to think of the state of the Negroes, but we cannot bring a number of Sick and useless ones to this place; some place must be left for them and some person of the Country appointed to take charge of them to prevent their perishing." 109 For the time being at least O'Hara ignored Cornwallis's instructions: "Unless I receive orders to the contrary from you," he wrote in reply, "I will continue to victual the sick Negroes, above 1,000 in number. They would inevitably perish, he warned, "if our support was withdrawn. The people of this country are more inclined to fire upon than receive and protect a Negro whose complaint is the smallpox-the abandoning of these unfortunate beings to disease and famine, and what is worse than either, the resentment of their enraged master, I should conceive ought not to be done.?"'0 Cornwallis's final word on the subject made it clear that the preservation of the more valuable lives of white soldiers was the first priority of his command: "I leave it to your humanity to do the best you can for the poor Negroes, but on your arrival here we must adopt some plan to prevent an Evil which not only destroys a great quantity of Provisions, but will certainly produce some fatal distemper in the Army. Perhaps communicated by the blacks sent by O'Hara from Portsmouth, smallpox broke out among the black troops at Yorktown in August. To make matters worse, the "great number of refugees" from Norfolk, Suffolk, and Princess Anne counties who arrived with O'Hara on August 22" 4 led to the rapid consumption of provisions. 115 As supplies dwindled, rations for blacks were the first to be cut. On September 4 orders were given to issue peas instead of flour to the Negroes. Within a week all of the food was bad, and the garrison was forced to eat "putrid ships meat and wormy biscuits that have spoiled on the ships." But when even contaminated rations became scarce, portions allotted to the blacks were surreptitiously withheld. After noting that "Great abuses have been committed in victualling the Negroes," the general orders for September 15 instructed the deputy quartermaster general to collect returns of the blacks with the various departments and to appoint someone to supervise the issuance of their rations. 116 On October 1 the town of York was completely invested by FrancoAmerican forces. By October 7 the British, forced to abandon several outworks, were confined to a narrow area within the town. Many of the garrison were sick with dysentery and bloody flux or smallpox.117 On that day an eyewitness reported that the British "have turned several hundred Negroes out of the town in a most deplorable condition, perishing with famine and disease."18 At the surrender an American account described the tragic conclusion of the black flight to freedom with Cornwallis: "An immense number of Negroes have died, in the most miserable Manner in York.'"9
The maintenance of racial distinctions such as these clearly point up the ambiguities that suffused British policy toward American slaves. So too did the British tendency to view blacks as marketable commodities. White Virginians frequently complained of the British practice of selling captured slaves in the West Indies. Rumors of the transportation and sale of black defectors began soon after Dunmore issued his proclamation and persisted until he abandoned the state. On his departure, for example, it was speculated that the destination of the thirty-five southbound vessels was the sugar islands, where the black troops would be offered for sale. 120 During the Phillips-Arnold raids, it was reported that in one shipment from Yorktown 360 captured blacks were removed for sale. 121 Whether these charges are true cannot at this point be established. Undoubtedly, many Virginia slaves ended up in military service in the West Indies. A declining white population and an unsuitable climate for Europeans that produced an appallingly high death rate among troops stationed there and created a chronic need for manpower led colonial nations to adopt the practice of recruiting slaves for military service in the Caribbean. 122 126 In anticipation of an attack by French and Spanish forces the crown late in 1782 authorized the raising of three corps -one of them in America -for the defense of Jamaica. 127 There is no conclusive evidence, however, that the army engaged in slave traffic. The British record is certainly not above suspicion. The army freed no slaves when such action would seriously hamper the successful prosecution of the war. On more than one occasion military commanders sacrificed morality to expediency by restoring runaways to their owners. Unable to accommodate all those who claimed his protection, Dunmore disarmed the black soldiers least fit for service and abandoned them to the mercy of their former owners.128 Despite his obligation to them, Dunmore forced many black defectors to return to their owners who had taken the oath of allegiance to Britain. 129 At Governor Thomas Nelson's request Cornwallis agreed to allow white owners to search for their slaves in British encampments and to take those who were willing to return, provided the former master was neither in the military nor a public official and provided he gave his parole not to act contrary to British interests in the future. 130 Slaves seized from farms on the Rappahannock and the Piankatank rivers by the British privateer Surprise were promptly returned from New York and restored to their owners when it was discovered that they were the property of Virginia Loyalists.'3' When, desperate for supplies, the army requested and obtained leave from Virginia authorities to restore kidnapped slaves and other plunder in exchange for provisions, they quickly perverted the flag-oftruce vessels for partisan purposes. Only the slaves belonging to Loyalists or to passive citizens were restored; those belonging to active Patriots were retained. 132 By these and by related actions the British army demonstrated clearly that what was singularly important to it was military success. Almost equally high among military priorities was the collection and sale of spoils of war. It was the view of the army that captured enemy property could be disposed of in any way the captor deemed proper, and slaves were property. 133 Counterpoised to Clinton's offer of freedom to those blacks who voluntarily joined the British was the threat that all those taken in arms would be "purchased for the public service and sold for the benefit of their captors.?"34 A quiet agreement between military and civil officials allowed the sale of spoils to enrich the officers who led the expeditions and to reward the impoverished soldiers who served in them. After the military operations that devastated the Chesapeake in 1779 General Edward Matthews and Sir George Collier, who led the naval forces, "divided one-eighth of the total prize money between themselves," the rest between the army and navy. 135 Similar arrangements were made between Arnold and Captain Thomas Symonds, commanding officer of the Charon, before the Virginia expedition. En route to Virginia the two officers agreed to an equal division of the spoils between the services. Soon, however, dissension wrecked the accord, and the case was remanded to the New York vice-admiralty court. 136 The court awarded half the proceeds to the 280 sailors, but retained the other half pending the king's pleasure. Finally, in March 1782, after Clinton personally interceded with the crown on behalf of the army, 137 the king ruled that one-eighth of the amount remaining should be paid to Arnold, the rest to be divided among the officers and soldiers "as had been done on former occasions." 138 Evidence of a market in slaves is not conclusive, but it is suggestive. When in June, a little more than a month after Cornwallis took command in Virginia, Arnold, with Cornwallis's approval, left Virginia for New York, Cornwallis explained his departure as due to "his present indispositions." But, perhaps to vindicate himself from any charges Arnold might make that he was receiving a disproportionately large share of the plunder, "especially the negro and tobacco traffic' Cornwallis added a careful demurrer: "He will represent the horrid enormities which are committed by our privateers in Chesapeake-bay; and I must join my earnest wish, that some remedy may be applied to an evil which is so very prejudicial to his Majesty's service. 139 The most revealing evidence linking the army to slave traffic is Leslie's expression of concern that the smallpox epidemic at Portsmouth "will ruin our market, which was bad enough before. , 140 Although the system of surveillance set up by the Patriots reduced the physical opportunities for slaves to run away and made mass escapes difficult, in and of themselves surveillance and exemplary punishment were not enough to prevent rebellion, given the fierce desire for freedom exhibited by Virginia slaves. But the ambivalence and contradictions inherent in British policy made it clear to blacks, if not to their frightened white owners, that the British call to arms against their masters was aimed at winning the war, not at promoting social change. Promised freedom, the great majority of blacks who offered themselves to the British as willing soldiers were assigned instead to servile status. Unarmed, overworked, underfed, discarded when rendered useless by disease, they found little hope or encouragement for rebellion with the army, which used them as a tool instead of as a weapon. Thus discouraged, most Virginia slaves sensibly chose the relative security of the farm or plantation over the uncertainties of army life. Thousands of others, however, risked the perils of running away and the terrible realities of army life because they perceived in that course the best prospects for freedom. The fact that so many made that hazardous choice is compelling evidence of the depth of black resistance to slavery in eighteenth-century Virginia and indeed throughout the Revolutionary War South.
